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      The stabbing pain of the needle started at her shoulder and spread around her back. Still, Cristina tried to keep her cool, breathing slowly and keeping a straight face.

      “Do I see a clenching jaw?” asked the thick man who sat on the stool to her right. He had a long, blond beard, tanned cheeks, and held a beer mug which was half empty.

      A short, Indian woman, who sat on the opposite side, got close to get a better look. “Confirmed, she is clenching! It really isn’t that painful. Imagine if it was on her rib cage or her feet. She would probably be crying by now.” She took a sip of her martini as roaring laughter bounced around the room. 

      Cristina had to stop herself from slapping her, and instead, she tried to relax her jaw, hoping the pain would subside soon. 

      “We are almost done, so just hang in there,” assured Cora, the author of her tattoo and the one who found her just two nights ago at that gentlemen’s club close to the border.

      “I’m okay…” Cristina whispered, her eyes on the tattoo designs hanging on the brick wall of the parlor. 

      Cora moved one of her black dreads back, leaned closer, and said, “Hey, just ignore them. They are giving you a hard time because you are new. Here, check mine out.” She extended her arm forward and rolled up her sleeve, displaying a jet-black pair of eyes with swirls spiraling in opposite directions instead of pupils.  

      “Oh… looks cool,” said Cristina, unsure of how to react to the realistic tattoo.

      “In my time, back in Sparta, tattoos were used as a means of denoting an outcast. My master planted a crime I didn’t commit and then proceeded to push me away from my people. Essentially, he tricked me into joining the Immortal Witches.” Cora laughed it off as if it was an old joke. “But hey, immortality can be pretty awesome, so I ain’t complaining much.” She repositioned herself and continued.

      The pain began again, so Cristina tried to keep the conversation going to distract herself. “So, what happened to your master?”

      For a second, the stinging sensation ceased, but the buzzing of the needle carried on. “I dealt with him on my terms,” she answered a bit more sharply, and continued working on Cristina’s tattoo.

      “If she is already having such difficulty with a mere needle, how is she going to survive the Astral Plane?” asked a deep voice. It had a soft, Irish accent, though it came from behind Cristina, so she couldn’t pinpoint who it was.

      “Are you doubting my recruiting skills?” asked Cora lightheartedly.

      A tall, bald man with dark olive skin leaned on the brick wall, toward Cristina’s left. He crossed his muscular arms and said, “Maybe you are forgetting how scared you were when you came with me, Frank.”

      Another booming set of laughter filled the room, and this time, Cristina could pick up the scent of alcohol in the air. 

      “I wasn’t scared…”

      Cora leaned back, and the pain stopped, though the prickling sensation still lingered. “Sure, you weren’t, honey. I’m done here.”

      The sound of shuffling feet filled the space behind her, and she knew people were rushing in to see the result. She found it a bit irritating, given that everyone would view her tattoo before she did. Still, relief spread when she heard wolf-whistling and voices of approval, so she sat back up and turned her head, trying to catch a glimpse.

      “This will make it easier,” said Cora with a small smile, passing her a hand mirror while she held another one.

      In the reflection, Cristina could see a small, black crab with its body composed of two swirls going in opposite directions, just like the one Cora had shown her.

      “What do you think?” she asked, her dark eyes shining in the mirror, X-raying her every reaction. 

      The surrounding crew went quiet, and after a few seconds of meditating on it, Cristina nodded, “I think it’s pretty badass.”

      Blasting cheers came from everyone as they all raised their respective drinks in a unified war cry and drank. All except for the bald, muscular man, who seemed sober; and Cora, who gave her an approving nod and stood up.

      “Very well, then. We now transition into the Astral Realm. Eleonor, Arban, please get the ritual ready.”

      A beautiful woman with white and purple hair and a thin Asian man with a beanie and clear skin nodded as they went through the back door of the tattoo parlor. Cora’s head turned toward the entrance, and the rest took turns checking Cristina’s new tattoo up close.

      “Crystal, let me make you a welcome drink. What’s your liquor of choice?” asked the thick man. His beer mug was almost empty now.

      “It’s Cristina, and…”

      The sound of the door opening made them all turn. A tall, pale woman with short, blonde hair, wearing a black woman’s suit, walked in. An attractive girl followed her. She was probably in her late teens, not much older than Cristina was, with smooth, brown, long hair and striking, honeycomb-colored eyes.

      “Hey, can’t you see we are closed?” the short Indian woman protested, joined by others as well, but Cora raised a hand and muted them all at once.

      “Apologies for showing up unannounced, High Priestess Cora,” said the tall woman with a calm, yet confident tone, a hand on her chest, bowing slightly. “But it is an urgent matter.” 

      Cora eyed her up and down. “Helen Nielsen. You are interrupting our ritual. We want nothing with you.”

      The group’s jovial faces hardened, and their shoulders broadened as the collective witches leered. They all flanked Cora, staring down the two intruders. Cristina stood up as well and watched the girl take an uneasy step back, but the older woman kept her cool.

      “Please, Cora, I wouldn’t show up like this if it wasn’t important.”

      “You showed up unannounced because you know I would have rejected your request,” spat Cora with a fierce voice, and Cristina was glad to be on this side of the room.

      “Well, well, well, will I be damned,” said Frank, taking a step forward and placing his hands on his tattered trench coat pockets. “It’s good to see you again.”

      The girl tilted her head. “Have I met you before?”

      “Not formally. We’ve crossed paths before, but it was too late.”

      A small frown appeared on the pale face of the tall woman. Cristina looked back at Cora, who now had her eyes on the girl as well.

      “What’s your name, young lady?” Cora asked, and Cristina noticed how her tone was slightly less threatening.

      “Leah Ackerman,” said the girl without hesitation. 

      Cora looked back at Frank. With a raised eyebrow, she gave a short nod, as if they'd come to some unspoken agreement. “Very well. We will move into the back office for a private meeting. Omari.”

      “Yes?” asked the tall, bald man who seemed to be the soberest of the bunch. 

      “Please proceed with the ritual. There is more here than meets the eye.” 

      Omari rolled up his sleeve, displaying a thick, single-line tattoo that coiled around his muscular arm. Cora placed her hand over it, and after a few seconds, Omari nodded, turned to the group, and everyone headed to the back door. 

      Cristina felt her heart beating fast. She felt comfortable with Cora, whereas this dude seemed a bit uptight. Why the change of heart so suddenly?

      “Oi! You are coming with us!” called Frank from the door. 

      She looked at Leah and Helen, and then at Cora, who kept her eyes on Leah. Though obviously reluctant, she walked to the back and followed the Irish witch. They went through a tight, cool hallway with dark gray walls and black doors on either side. A few downlights were barely enough to illuminate the space, and an odd, earthy smell that reminded Cristina of a cave became more prominent with every step they took. She reached the bottom of a spiral staircase, and the sound of the door behind her caught her attention. Helen and Leah followed Cora through one of the black doors of the hallway. 

      “Actually, could I use your restroom first?” Cristina asked without thinking.

      Frank turned and shrugged. “Sure, second door on the right. Just come up once done.”

      “Thanks.”

      She walked back carefully, to avoid being heard. A cold shiver passed through her, pulling her attention through the hallway and toward the door, where Cora and the two odd visitors were meeting. It was the same feeling she'd had her whole life—one of strange intuition. Cora had been able to explain it as part of being a born-witch with an instinct for perception of the environment. One of the many questions Cora, unlike anyone else in her life, had answered. 

      Cristina passed the restroom and began to hear muffled voices. Tiptoeing closer to the door, she held her breath.

      “...Legion is the strongest demon humanity has ever faced. We are trying to defeat him. Listen, Cora, I know the Infinity Board and the Immortal Witches haven’t had the best relationship, but it’s imperative that we join forces against this threat.” 

      Cristina recognized the voice of the tall woman, whose tone was still calm, yet there was a sense of urgency that made her noticeably anxious.

      “You know, you Mystics have come crying to this coven ever since you were founded. You approached me for assistance last time with your little demon problem, and I didn't help you then, so why would I help now? Your Great Eagle would be ashamed of how little you seem to be able to take care of by yourselves. Why would we care about earthly affairs? Our duty is to the Astral Plane and the Astral Plane alone,” answered Cora menacingly.

      “Demons have to cross through the Astral Plane to get to our dimension.”

      “Aye, and we have killed the ones we’ve caught trying. Our main objective is maintaining balance in every dimension of the Astral Plane, while yours is ensuring demons and other things that slip through don't wreak havoc here. Our watchful eye can't be everywhere all the time, but you and your numbers can. So, you do your job, and we'll do ours.” After pausing for a moment, she continued, “the Immortal Witch coven has lasted as much as humanity itself mainly because we know our duty, we focus on our tasks, and we let the others be.”

      Another pause, this time broken by Leah’s voice. “Why did you allow this meeting if you aren’t willing to help us?”

      Cristina jumped as she felt a hand on her shoulder. She turned quickly to find Omari’s impassive expression. “I… couldn’t find the restroom.” 

      He raised an eyebrow. “I’m not stupid. Let’s go.”

      Cristina felt her face become flushed, and, while she did feel a bit embarrassed, she was overcome with curiosity. Did demons exist? What are Mystics? Who was this Legion, and why was he such an enormous threat? Cora didn’t sound impressed, but Cristina couldn’t shake off the nagging feeling. She'd only been here a day, and her world already felt upside down.

      Cristina followed Omari up the spiral staircase, which led them to a single door on the second level. As it shut behind her, a strong smell of incense reached Cristina’s nostrils, making her slightly dizzy. The space had no windows, and the only source of light came from the multiple candles around the room, which made it feel warm. They threw enough light to show a large, white circle with an odd symbol. In contrast to before, the witches had their heads bowed as they spoke in soft whispers. They leaned in close to one another, so their voices would not carry, standing at the edge of the circle. 

      Omari reached her from her left, avoiding stepping in the circle. “Everything is set. Are you ready?” 

      Cristina’s heart skipped a beat. “Yeah.”

      “I want you to listen to me carefully. I will only say this once—your tattoo works as a channel. It allows us Immortal Witches to have a connection to the Astral Plane and bring some of the energy into our realm. As a novice, you would still have trouble using it in our normal dimension. But, once we enter the Astral Plane, the energy will flow through it freely. The only concern you should have is focusing on your tattoo and what it means to you, picturing it in your head. You should feel the energy flowing easily, and it will allow you to activate its full power. We are going to be fairly exposed against Astral Parasites and, potentially, other creatures, so you need to get it right the first time. Is that clear?”

      Cristina avoided Omari’s firm gaze to hide her confusion. “Envision my crab tattoo in my head, and let the energy flow through it. Done.” 

      Omari didn’t move. She dared to look up and found his eyes still upon her. Wanting to dissuade him, she offered a half-smile, thanking the lack of light that helped her hide her tomato-red face. 

      A few seconds later, the tall witch turned and walked to the center of the circle. Cristina followed him as her heart pounded in her chest.

      “We are about to start. Now, sit,” said Omari.

      Cristina quickly obeyed, facing her guide. Omari was eyeing the beautiful woman with white and purple hair, who stood at the border of the circle and nodded. Whispers around Cristina began, and Omari extended his large hands and gestured for Cristina to grab them. She did, feeling the rough calluses on his palms and wondering just how many years Omari had been alive. 

      The whispers encircled her, becoming more prominent, and as she eyed the room, Cristina could see the witches surrounding the circle—all of them holding hands and reciting some sort of hushed prayer, smoothly swaying from one side to the other.

      “Close your eyes.” Omari’s voice was calm.

      She turned toward him, nodded, and closed them. He began to whisper a prayer similar to the one the others were saying, except she could recognize the words this time.

      “We step outside the bonds with time to protect the place between. We break free from mortal lives beyond to ensure this world's safety. Eternal Watchers of the veils beyond, be safe in your passage to the Well."

      Everything churned and changed in an instant, twisting Cristina's stomach into an unending knot that brought bile to her mouth. Pressure condensed tightly around her chest—a pain that built up exponentially. Her hands tensed around Omari’s as the force boiled up to her head, and her mind stretched and folded infinitesimally beyond her body. But as quickly as it began, it stopped, and Cristina’s mind snapped together, back on the same floor she had been when they began.

      Rather than darkness, the space was now illuminated by an eerie, orange light. Tufts of yellowed grass and moss came from a hole in the ceiling that hadn't been there moments before. However, it looked like it had been there for decades now. Scanning the rest of the immediate area, she noticed it was empty except for herself and Omari. The space was quite uncanny, and she felt a strange desire to examine things more closely, but as she relaxed her hands and tried to pull them back, Omari’s firm grip kept her in place.

      “Where do you think you are going? This is only the first layer. We are going deeper. Just close your eyes, and relax,” he said, his eyes still closed. 

      Cristina sighed with disappointment, knowing she had no choice, and complied. It felt like a train hit her at full force and sent her body flying into oblivion. Everything went black, yet she felt her body moving at an unimaginable speed. A prism of colors appeared, and for a moment, she felt how she was the embodiment of each of those colors. Curiously enough, each seemed to cleanse her, taking away her human emotions. Red took her anger, green took her sorrow, blue took her sadness, and so on. Once she passed violet, she continued falling into darkness, this time, as an emotionless object, until she landed in a white veil that wrapped around her and relinquished her emotions back, all at once.

      Cristina opened her eyes, gasping for air and blowing sand off. It was as if she was feeling the boundaries of her own body again. She had a warm memory of playing on the beach as a child while her heart threatened to break her chest, and she tried to control her ragged breathing. She slowly incorporated herself, shaking some of the sand from her face, and realized a black desert surrounded her with an extremely dark sky, yet with enough cool light to view her surroundings.

      “Stand up and use your tattoo quickly!” commanded Omari.

      She turned and saw the witch standing a couple of feet in front of her, looking around. His left arm was extended, his tattoo uncoiling and slithering out of his hand like a living snake. Standing on wobbly legs, she lost her balance.

      “They are closing in! Hurry!”

      Squeezing her eyes shut, she fought to stabilize her breathing. She could visualize the small, black crab with the two spirals. It was static at first, but slowly, it began to move. First, in two planes like a cartoon, but soon, it turned its eyes toward Cristina. She felt an odd sense of familiarity, as if the little guy had been a part of her whole life. It slowly walked into the third plane, taking form.

      “They are here…” she heard in the distance, but it didn’t matter, none of it. She had found a friend, or more like a sibling? No… she had found herself…

      The crab extended one of its large pincers, and she did the same with her hand. The two brushed, and a blinding light appeared that soon engulfed them both. 

      She opened her eyes and saw her body shining, feeling the crab flowing through her, protecting her. A few seconds later, the light dimmed down, displaying a thick, black and white exoskeleton in the shape of an armor. She shifted around, trying to understand what had just happened and noticing how the armor looked massive but was actually extremely light. Even her hands had morphed into two sharp pincers. Had she turned into a crab? No, she still had a human-shaped body, with legs and...

      Something heavy hit her on the side, pushing her to the coarse ground. A creature was on top of her and using its limbs to pin her down. Cristina’s survival instincts kicked in, and she used her right arm to push it away. She looked over and saw crooked, sharp teeth and large, dark eyes with small, red pupils fixed on her eyes. Its jaw opened and closed repeatedly, making a loud, smacking sound. She strained, trying to move it, but the monster was strong. Its putrefied breath made her dizzy. Was this it? The end for her?

      The otherworldly beast used its sharp limb to move her arm out of the way and went for her face. Terrified and overwhelmed, Cristina shut her eyes and braced herself for the pain. She felt a force pushing her head back, though when she opened her eyes, she saw the creature’s sharp, decayed teeth were now broken, and a gooey, black substance poured out like blood. It was as if she was wearing a full helmet with a thick, clear visor.

      “Stand up, and fight!”

      Omari’s voice was enough to make her react, and with a swift move, she shoved her left pincer on the creature’s neck, pressing as hard as she could. It felt like pushing a hot knife through a cube of butter. The creature immediately went limp as the head dropped off, bouncing on her visor, before rolling to the ground behind her. More black liquid spilled off the body, with some dark smoke emanating from it as well. She moved it to the side and quickly stood up, looking around for more of these monsters, but could only see dismembered, black bodies. While she struggled, Omari seemed to have taken care of a dozen of them.

      “Good, you activated it in time. You can drop the shell. You don't need it anymore. For now, at least.”

      Cristina looked down at her pincers and the rest of her armor, still trying to assimilate what just happened. She studied Omari, whose bizarre snake retracted back to his arm.

      “Did you leave that one for me?”

      He rolled up his sleeve while he looked at Cristina. “You really expect me to do all the work for you? The sooner you test your power, the better. It suits you well.” He looked out into the distance. “Come, we need to get moving before we attract more of these worms,” he said, kicking one of the decapitated heads and sending it rolling out.

      She stood, trying to envision the crab, but this time, it went quickly from a white crab into her normal, tattoo-shaped crab. She opened her eyes and felt naked as she looked down and saw how the armor had disappeared. Cristina looked back at Omari and frowned as the witch picked up a handful of sand and let it slide through his fingers slowly, with a transfixed expression.

      “What are you doing?”

      Her voice seemed to wake him from his reverie. “Remembering home.” He dropped the rest of the sand and shook his hands. “Come on, let’s not linger.” He was now about ten feet ahead. 

      “Where is home for you?” asked Cristina, rushing to reach him. 

      Omari clenched his jaw, though his eyes were still focused forward. 

      “Egypt,” he said in a slightly dry tone. 

      Feeling like she might have overstepped with the question, she attempted to change the subject, “Were those Astral Worms?” 

      Omari let out a low grunt. “No, those were Anthrogui. Lost souls who ended up stuck in this layer of the Astral Plane. They’re nothing compared to the Astral Worms.”

      As he raised his left hand where the tattoo was located, a dim light emanated from it. His hand drifted down, as if piercing an invisible wall, and just a couple of feet ahead of them, a linear crack appeared in the middle of the air. It opened, and Cristina raised her hand, shielding herself from the blinding light that spilled from it. 

      They stepped in, and a warm wave wrapped around Cristina, who had to blink multiple times to adapt herself to the bright sunlight. The heat was considerable, and the humidity was so stifling, she could see fish swimming around the strange-looking trees. These were all ranging from green, to red, to yellow, with odd shapes, though they were far enough to let sunlight in. 

      “Why are we going through these layers? Why can’t we just access the main one directly?” she said, once again trying to catch up to her guide, who seemed familiar with the terrain.

      “It just so happens that the core of the Astral Plane is not at its entrance. Besides, we are being followed.”

      She peered over her shoulder but could only see the eerie jungle around her. “We are?”

      “Yes, the different layers serve as a way to deter and or kill threatening entities that might be after the Well.” 

      Oh, yes, the Well she was supposed to drink from in order to gain immortality. Cora had explained that much before she started working on her tattoo. 

      He stepped on a large, grayish mushroom, which let out a smokey cloud of spores. “Cover your nose,” Omari advised, though he didn’t cover his. Was he immune to whatever that was? Or was this also part of his immortality? Cristina did as she was told, and soon, she noticed more and more of those mushrooms around the tree roots and trunks. 

      “Yeah, about the Well. What exactly is it?”

      “I won’t go into detail now. All you need to know is that the Well supplies our world with all of its energies. Hence, we have odd creatures or entities that are after it.”

      “Like demons?”

      Omari avoided another mushroom and gestured at Cristina to do the same. “Yes, among others.”

      He paused at an apparent random spot, raised his arm once more, and performed the same movement, breaking another crack in space and opening a gate that seemed to be pitch black inside.

      “You can stop covering your nose. Stay close.” 

      They went through the crack, and Cristina felt how her legs submerged to the knee in warm water. The fissure behind them sealed itself shut, and she paused to let her eyes adjust to the lack of light. There was a faint, red hue illuminating the still water that extended far beyond where her sight could see. 

      Moments later, a splash could be heard, and then a black, flaming snake appeared, ready to strike. She took a step back and was about to activate her armor again when Omari’s hand wrapped around her arm. “Relax, that’s mine.” 

      Cristina followed the snake and realized it was a long-flamed whip emanating from Omari’s hand. It did, however, act as if it had a mind of its own, like a water snake slithering forward, lighting their path.

      The air felt heavy and stagnated, with a faint hint of something rotten. They carried on in silence, with no apparent direction. Cristina looked back, her eyes wide open, trying to detect any sort of movement. A consistent, sharp cracking sound over them caught her attention. 

      “Keep your eyes on the water, and stay close to me,” said Omari, who still looked ahead. 

      She did as instructed and marched onward, her sight on the still water in front of them. Suddenly, she was struck with the realization that their steps didn’t produce any waves on the reddish waters surrounding them. It was thanks to that stillness that she observed three small, dimmed balls that appeared and disappeared in the water. More snapping sounds alongside strange, cracking noises resumed overhead. The whip took a slight turn, its flame illuminating closer to the water. She could now  see it more clearly—a conglomeration of red orbs with thin, long spider legs coming off them. Wanting to scream, she bit her lip.

      A cry far in the distance behind them made her skin crawl. Fear enveloped her as she moved closer to Omari and clasped his arm with a trembling hand.

      Glancing back, she could only see darkness. “What was that?” 

      “That was our tail. Sounds like they finally got caught. They are always hungry, so we work together.” Cristina looked at Omari and saw a satisfied half-smile. She couldn’t help but think that the witch had an odd inclination for cruelty. Releasing his arm, she brushed the sweat off her face.

      “What do you mean by ‘they’?”

      “We call them Phovias. They are part of the Astral Parasites. Monsters who created this layer of the Astral Plane and use it as a web to capture entities. Those before us and the Phovias made a pact thousands of years ago. We can go through their web, and they get to consume whatever is following us. Nasty creatures, but quite handy.”

      Cristina turned once again and shivered just by thinking of the spider fangs stabbing her in the dark. “If the Immortal Witches made a pact with them, why do I feel like they’ve been stalking us?”

      Letting out a small laugh, he replied, “Because you aren’t an Immortal Witch yet. Hence, me telling you to stay close. But it’s fine, we are here.”

      The snapping and shuffling over them became more repetitive as Omari made his usual motions and created another opening.

      “Oh, they are not happy…. Sounds like the meal we brought wasn’t enough. Too bad for them.” He shrugged and let her step in first. 

      A feeling of relief washed over her as they crossed over into another layer, this one comprised of a forest with a pleasant breeze that carried the familiar smell of dry leaves. Omari’s lash disappeared, and instead, a moon three times as large as earth’s cast enough light to see most of their surroundings with a silver glow.

      “How long until we get there? It feels like we’ve been walking forever.”

      “Tough to say…. Could be minutes... hours... days.”

      Stopping in her tracks, she followed up with, "Days? How could we be walking for days?”

      Turning and taking a deep breath, he replied, “Time works differently here. Each layer moves on its own clock.”

      Cristina scratched her head, bewildered. “But you've been here before, so you know how long this usually takes.”

      He nodded. “About twenty-nine hours normal time, to the Well and back.”

      Stepping back, she yelled, “Twenty-nine hours? What about our bodies?”

      He pursed his lips. “What about them? You don't think you can manage a day of fasting? Let’s just hurry before it ends up taking a week, shall we?” 

      They continued on through the forest, and though Cristina didn’t trust her environment anymore, this one seemed calmer. The cool wind was soothing against her skin as she crushed the dry leaves with every step she took.  

      Far ahead, between the trees and branches, she noticed the silhouette of a human. “Who’s that?” she whispered.

      “That’s where we are going.”

      As they neared their mysterious destination, Cristina realized it was the statue of a skinny, old man with a long beard and a pointy hat. He held an open book in his left hand, with his right hand extended forward. But what puzzled her the most was his expression of utter fear—one a man could only make when faced with imminent death.

      “Who’s this?” asked Cristina, inspecting it up close.

      “That’s Cora’s former master.”

      “What happened?”

      “The story is hers to tell, but don’t expect an answer. Try her while she is drunk—that might loosen her tongue a bit. Or it may anger her, but hey, you have your armor, so you can protect yourself.” 

      What really surprised Cristina was how Omari’s tone lacked any sort of humor with this remark. “I’ll keep it in mind, thanks…”

      Her guide turned, facing the same way the statue did. “Those before us created this layer as a last line of defense. We have complete control of the environment here—we can morph it as we see fit…”

      Again, he raised his arm and twisted it. Startling, shattering sounds bounced around the forest, and Cristina felt the ground trembling beneath her feet. The environment in front of them morphed, and giant, black stones appeared, floating one after the other, and forming stairs that reached to the giant moon up top. 

      “I love that trick,” he said with a small smile on his face.

      “This is wicked…” whispered Cristina in awe. 

      He cracked his neck and carried on, stepping on the first stone. “Come, we have a long way up.”

      Strangely enough, he ascended on the solid stones like someone would do in a normal stairway. Holding her breath, Cristina approached the first step, her heart thumping hard in her chest, her mouth suddenly dry as sand. Snapping fingers made her look up to find Omari on the twelfth step, looking back at her.

      “Sorry…” Exhaling slowly, she made her way up the stone steps, which seemed to slightly tremble under her weight.

      With each wobbly step, the cool breeze around her intensified. She kept on going, excitement building in her chest—immortality, something humans have craved for so long, would soon be hers. It was interesting, considering she…

      Her thoughts were interrupted as her foot slipped off, and she fell, ramming her chest into the step and wrapping her hands around the bottom of the floating stairwell. Her eyes finally noted how far up she'd gone—treetops appeared like tiny miniatures on a model. She held onto dear life until something smooth slithered around her leg and pulled her back to the step.

      “Just concentrate, and don’t look down,” said Omari, his whip coiling back into his tattoo.

      “Thanks…” Cristina said under her breath, feeling hot in her cheeks, and mustering the courage to continue.

      Her entire focus was on the steps now, one after the other, thinking only of the stones and not on the long fall that would surely be deadly, nor the steps remaining to be climbed.

      “We are here.” 

      Looking up, she saw that Omari was standing upside down on the moon’s surface. She reached the last stone and hesitated for a moment before stepping onto the moon. The transition was smoother than expected, with her not feeling the change at all, though the idea of dangling off the surface like that, with the forest as her sky, made her stomach twist. She followed Omari through the craters of the moon, feeling the soft moon dust underneath her feet.

      At the bottom of an enormous crater, she noticed a small cave entrance. They slid down the dusty surface and reached it in no time. 

      “Step back.” He put his arm forward and whispered words in a strange language Cristina had never heard before. It was a beautiful melody that seemed timeless and momentarily sent her to a pleasant day by the beach with her foster siblings. She couldn’t help but smile. 

      Omari’s tattoo began to glow, and shortly after, a second light appeared at the cave, which turned into two spirals going in opposite directions that seamlessly combined into a glowing, circular door.

      Eyeing Cristina, he asked, “Are you ready?” 

      She nodded. “Yes.”

      The witch placed his hands on the door and swung it open. At first glance, she thought they were crossing into another layer, but as she stepped inside, she felt a hot waterfall running down her head and cleansing away every bad thought, ache, and pain. 

      Cristina blinked twice, and her eyes landed on the toned muscles of her guide’s bare butt cheeks. Feeling hot on her face, she looked down and saw that she was fully naked as well. But it didn’t feel odd—it felt natural. Off her shoulder, she felt a bright, warm presence, and when she turned, she saw a mid-size, translucent crab, which emanated a soft, bluish light. Her mouth curved into a grin as she hovered her hand over the little guy. She knew it then—she was home.

      There was a set of polished, marble steps up into a small platform, which had a spotlight shone into it that came from the dark and infinite boundaries that surrounded them. Omari was already going up the steps, so she rushed to reach him and wondered why she couldn’t see Omari’s tattoo manifested like her crab. 

      They reached the top, and they found a circular well in the middle of the platform. The crystalline, soft water was motionless except for two spiral vortexes that turned in opposite directions. It was as if there were two drains next to each other, and the water flowed, forming two spirals, though one was almost twice the size of the other.

      It was a beautiful sight, but Omari’s face was pale, pure horror reflected in his eyes.

      “What’s wrong?” asked Cristina. Her voice didn’t come from her mouth, but from the center of her body.

      He raced to the edge of the walls, and his hands shakily hovered over the smaller vortex. "No, that can't be. There must be balance." He watched her, eyes wide. "We need to go. Now!” He stood and rushed down the steps.

      The sudden reaction immobilized Cristina. “Wait! I’m supposed to drink from the Well, aren’t I? What’s wrong?” 

      Omari was already at the bottom of the steps. She quickly descended as well and grabbed him as they crossed the circular door. “What’s going on?” she cried.

      His fear was so real it was almost palpable. “The Well is unbalanced. I’ve never seen it like that before.” His voice was trembling, his eyes darting around. 

      He tried to run, but Cristina refused to release him. “What does that mean?”

      Omari pulled back his arm and ran a hand over his head. "This can't be. What could have come through that would've caused that? They need to know. Before it's too late." He turned to look at Cristina. "Let's go. Your induction ceremony is postponed for now. We need to get back to the others. Don’t stray, we're taking a shortcut."

      "Shortcut? There was a shortcut this whole time?"

      "We save tearing through the layers and risking every entity here for dire circumstances. Now, get close. This is about to be... unpleasant.” 

      As he waved his arms, the surrounding ground broke from the moon’s surface and moved up. Cristina felt her insides move back as the platform sped up at immeasurable speed and took them both back to where the layer cracked. They ran like there was no tomorrow, following Omari’s flaming whip. She felt even more movement than before, above them, as well as cracking noises approaching. From time to time, the whip would turn and strike something behind them, though Cristina didn’t dare to turn to see what it was. Soon, Omari opened the crack that looked far away and pulled it to where they stood, making a loud bang noise that echoed in the space. They went through the jungle as quickly as possible, sending spores up everywhere. She immediately covered her mouth and nose, and not too much after, Omari created another split and pulled it toward them, making another loud, booming noise. They reached the black desert when Omari screamed, “Prepare to fight!”

      Cristina didn’t need to hear it twice as she activated her armor. They stopped, spotting what seemed to be the silhouette of a man about twenty feet away. However, something was off. It was as if the creature was the embodiment of a void. 

      “Hello, I’ve been waiting for you.” His heavy, raspy voice sent a chill down Cristina’s spine, triggering her survival instincts. They had to run, escape this being as quickly as they could.

      “You are the one responsible for the unbalance of the Well,” said Omari.

      “Legion, at your service,” said the creature, giving a small bow. "Took you a while to notice. You witches have been neglecting your duties."

      The name made her heart skip a beat. “This is the demon that woman and girl came to warn us about.”

      Omari wasted no time, releasing his flamed whip and striking Legion, who took a couple of steps back. 

      “We can’t let him access the coordinates!” 

      The whip went for a second strike, but a chain emerged from his dark arm, deflecting it. The two struck each other like cobras, as both Omari and Legion dashed around the dunes. Still, Cristina knew she had to wait for an opening. If those two were correct, this being was extremely dangerous.

      The flamed whip dodged the chain, turning and wrapping around it. “Now!” screamed Omari.

      Cristina rushed in, her right pincer extended, aimed at the demon’s neck. Something hard punched her square in the chest and sent her flying back. She landed on her back and tried to breathe, but her lungs seemed to have been crushed. For a couple of seconds, her chest stayed tight, and she coughed violently. Cristina looked over and saw a second, much thicker chain with a sharp tip that had emerged from the empty body and stopped her attack. 

      Still, that apparent minor distraction was enough for the whip to coil around the chain and quickly seize Legion’s neck and body. 

      “You are mine,” said Omari as he increased the flames of the chain, engulfing the demon in a fire spiral three times its size. 

      Cristina was about to stand up when Omari screamed, “Don’t move!”

      He held his left hand with his right one and screamed as the flames turned blue. Cristina raised a pincer in front of her face to block the heat, which became unbearable. The black sand around them began to melt. This was it. This was the power of a true Immortal Witch.

      “This has been mildly entertaining, but I can’t keep playing.” 

      The flames and the heat suddenly disappeared, and now a strong wind hit Cristina’s entire body, dragging her toward Legion. She struck her pincers into the melted sand, but it was no use—in a matter of seconds, she was flying. Her eyes locked onto the demon, and what she saw terrified her to her core—a large, oval-shaped void with sharp, long teeth on its border and an infinite darkness inside. It looked like both a mouth and a black hole combined.

      Something snaked around her body and stopped her from going into oblivion. She opened her eyes and saw the mouth closing within the demon’s chest and torso. Her armor was gone, and the chains around her body came from Legion himself. To her right, the thick chains also trapped Omari, his shirt ripped, blood dripping down his mouth. 

      His eyes landed on Cristina’s, and she saw a defeated glance. “I’m sorry. This was my last resort. We can’t let him access the coordinates.” 

      His tattoo glowed a bright red. In a split second, Cristina understood, and a primal terror engulfed her heart. This was not what was supposed to happen. She was supposed to become immortal, not to die like this. 

      The glow became so bright, it forced her eyes shut, and there, she visualized her old friend. The white crab looked at her with sad eyes as it also knew what was about to happen. No, she couldn’t die. This wasn’t fair!

      She extended her arm and forced her hand around the crab’s back as the heat flowed through her external body. A deafening explosion made everything go dark.

      She opened her eyes, and a loud, painful ringing bounced in her ears. As she attempted to rise to her feet, a spark of pain shot through her leg, allowing her only to sit upright. Her pincers were gone, as well as part of her armor. She could even see how half of her helmet had disintegrated. Up ahead, there was now a gigantic crater, with burning sand and smoke.

      “Omari…” she said, choking, a stabbing pain in her ribs. The witch had done it. He had sacrificed his life to defeat Legion. And now, there was nothing left of either of them. 

      Spewing blood, she looked around the dark desert. She was lost, with no coordinates or ideas on how to return, condemned to survive in this layer of the Astral Plane, with minimal hope that one of the witches would come and rescue her.

      From the corner of her eye, she noticed movement. Out of the heavy smoke, a figure approached her, slowly, as if taking a stroll through the park. She rubbed her eyes, hoping for it to be an illusion, as panic constricted her breathing even more. Legion reached her, not a scratch on his body. 

      “No! No! No! No!” Cristina yelled as she tried to stand, but her broken leg couldn’t do it. With all of her strength, she crawled away, desperately trying to escape her fate. A chain twisted around her leg and pulled her. Cristina sobbed as she dug her fingers into the hot sand, trying to crawl away from it, but it was of no use. 

      “That was unexpected. I got to congratulate the witch’s determination,” said Legion in a mocking growl.

      Another chain found her arm and turned her. Two more went for the other leg and arm and raised her up, spreading her body open. She felt dizzy, weak, broken, her ragged breathing sending pulses of pain from her chest. The sinister being approached her, and as he did so, Cristina finally internalized that this was it. This was the end.

      That was enough to spark a fire within her. One of defiance. “You lost, Demon. The coordinates exploded with Omari. You won’t find the core now.” 

      Legion tilted his head, and she could swear she recognized a smirk within the voided texture of his face. “Who told you I was looking for the coordinates? You witches make it so difficult to find you back there, in the material. But here, you are a beacon of light, just ready for the taking.”

      With wide, owl eyes, she tried to free herself from the chains that were binding her, but it was fruitless. Legion extended his arm and pierced his hand through her chest. The pain was so pure and real, she wished she had been dead. It was as if every nerve in her body burned. Cristina screamed and struggled as the demon drove his hand down. Instead of blood, there was a strange light shining from her insides.

      “Thank you. For without your cowardice, I wouldn't have been able to get to the other witches.”

      Cristina looked up as she slowly lost the color in her vision and saw a terrifying sight—a second crack, three times as large as the one Omari conjured behind Legion. Inside, there was an army so terrifying and dark, she was almost glad her vision slowly went black, and her consciousness drifted away.
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